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Abstract
Background
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) are one of the most prevalent childhood diagnoses,
occurring in every 1 in 68 children (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015). Although
ASDs are considered childhood disorders, they persist throughout one’s life and are often more
pronounced during common life transitions. For adults with ASDs, this is a time marked by
fragmented services, as well as disengagement from services (Baldwin, Costley, & Warren, 2014;
Friedman, Warfield, & Parish, 2013; Shattuck, Wagner, Narendorg, Sterzing, & Hensley, 2011;
Strickland, Coles, & Southern, 2013). Those with ASDs have skills deemed valuable by
employers that include being: reliable, punctual, efficient, and detail-oriented (Howlin, 1997).
Often those with ASDs struggle in areas that require soft skills due to their decreased social
interaction and communication skills (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). In addition to
these soft skills, it is necessary that adults with ASDs have the technical skills and lasting supports
to be meaningfully engaged in a work environment (Nicholas, Attridge, Zwaigenbaum, & Clarke,
2015). Currently, literature is limited in regards to occupational therapy’s role in the postsecondary school-to-work transition for adults with ASDs.
Purpose
The purpose of this scholarly project was to develop a post-secondary school-to-work
transitional program for adults with ASDs to assist occupational therapists in providing
interventions to this population. The objective of the overall program is for individual members to
gain and maintain employment in order to increase quality of life.
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Methods
The developers of this program reviewed the literature to determine: (1) current transition
programs; (2) factors that affect the transition from school-to-work; (3) skills, tools, and supports
needed to develop a transition program; and (4) best practice principles for transition service
delivery.
Conclusion
The results of this aforementioned literature review led to the development of The PostSecondary School-to-Work Transitional Program: An Occupational Therapist’s Guide to Service
Delivery. This program serves as a resource to provide the work skills and tools needed for the
transition into employment and ongoing supports beneficial for maintaining employment. The
program was designed to provide occupational therapists with individual and group sessions that
address the skills, with emphasis on soft skills, needed to overcome the aspects associated with
gaining and maintaining employment in order to have success in the workplace. There are two
sessions that solely address soft skills, but the group setting facilitates acquisition and utilization
of these skills with peers, even when the session is focused on technical skills. The structure and
objectives of the sessions address the employment process holistically while providing an
environment that promotes social interaction and communication skills to best meet the needs of
this specific population.
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CHAPTER I
Introduction
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) are one of the most prevalent childhood
diagnoses, occurring in every 1 in 68 children (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2015). Although ASDs are considered childhood disorders, they persist
throughout one’s life and are often more pronounced during common life transitions. One
such transition is entering into a position of employment after completing post-secondary
schooling. Having a job provides a person with financial stability to live a comfortable
life, but that is only scratching the surface of what employment can provide. Lee and
Carter (2012) state that “a meaningful career can contribute to a person’s sense of
accomplishment, self-worth, and confidence; promote independence and selfdetermination; provide a venue to share strengths and talents in ways that are valued by
others; lead to new friendships and supportive relationships; and offer deeper connections
to, and engagement in, the larger community” (p. 988). Further, Chen, Sung, and Pi
(2015) note that “being employed means earning one’s own living, contributing to society,
integrating into a social network, being seen as part of society, and being less reliant on
taxpayer-funded programs” (¶ 2). For many reasons, achieving and maintaining
employment during adulthood is crucial to normal development and overall quality of life.
Through review of the literature, the developers found minimal information
regarding occupational therapy’s role when assisting this population during a post-
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secondary school-to-work transition. This scholarly project provides a guide to implement
a program that addresses both technical and soft skills needed to gain and maintain
employment. These skills are addressed through group and individual sessions facilitated
by occupational therapists. The Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) Model was
utilized to guide the development of each of the sessions included in the product. The
purpose of using this model was to view members holistically, and provide intervention at
each level – person, environment, and occupation.
Key Terms and Concepts
The following are the key concepts and definitions that are used throughout this
scholarly project:
•

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): “Autism spectrum disorder encompasses
disorders previously referred to as early infantile autism, childhood autism,
Kanner’s autism, high-functioning autism, atypical autism, pervasive
developmental disorder not otherwise specified, childhood disintegrative disorder,
and Asperger’s disorder” (APA, 2013, p. 53).	
  
o

Diagnostic criteria for ASD, according to the DSM-V, include: 	
  
§ (a) persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction
acorss multiple contexts…	
  
§ (b) restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or
activities,…	
  
§ (c) symptoms must be present in the early developmental period
(but may not become fully manifested until social demands exceed
limited capacities, or may be masked by learned strategies in later
life)	
  
§ (d) symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social,
occupational, or other important areas of current functioning, and 	
  
§ (e) these disturbances are not better explained by intellectual
disability or global developmental delay.	
  
§ Severity specifications include: with or without accompanying
intellectual impairment, with or without accompanying language
impairment, associated with a known medical or genetic condition
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or environmental factor with catatonia (APA, 2013, pp. 50-53).
	
  
•

High Functioning Autism Spectrum Disorder (HFASD): Refers to those
individuals with a DSM-IV diagnoses of autistic disorder, Asperger disorder, and
pervasive developmental disorder, not otherwise specified, that have average or
above-average intelligence (Potvin, Snider, Prelock, Kehayia, & WoodDauphinee, 2013). Throughout this scholarly project HFASD, high functioning
autism (HFA), and Asperger's Syndrome may be utilized to describe what might
now be diagnosed as: Autism Spectrum Disorder without accompanying
intellectual impairment, according to the DSM-V (APA, 2013). Further, the
members this product was intended for would hold diagnoses of: Autism Spectrum
Disorder without accompanying intellectual impairment, without accompanying
language impairment.	
  

•

Transition Services: A coordinated set of activities for a child with a disability
that:
Is designed to be within a results-oriented process, that is focused on
improving the academic and functional achievement of the child with a
disability to facilitate the child’s movement from school to post-school
activities, including postsecondary education, vocational education, integrated
employment (including supported employment); continuing and adult
education, adult services, independent living, or community participation;
o Is based on the individual child’s needs, taking into account the child’s
strengths, preferences, and interests; and
o Includes instruction, related services, community experiences, the development
of employment and other post-school adult living objectives, and, if
appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational
evaluation (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, [34 CFR 300.43 (a)] [20
U.S.C. 1401(34)]).
o

•

Post-Secondary: “Of or relating to education taking place following graduation
from high school” (Collins English Dictionary, 2016, ¶ 1). This term encompasses
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any education after high school, including four year colleges, trade or technical
programs, community colleges, apprenticeships, etc.
•

Technical Skills: “Abilities acquired through learning and practice. They are often
job or task specific; in other words, a particular skill set of proficiency is required
to perform a specific job or task” (Investopedia, LLC., 2016, ¶ 3).

•

Soft Skills: “Desirable qualities for certain forms of employment that do not
depend on acquired knowledge: they include common sense, the ability to deal
with people, and a positive flexible attitude” (Collins English Dictionary, 2016, ¶
1).

•

Person: “A dynamic, motivated and ever-developing being, constantly interacting
with the environment” (Law, Cooper, Strong, Stewart, Rigby, & Letts, 1996, p.
17). The person includes: “the various capacities (neurobehavioral, psychological,
etc.) that a person might have, which can influence what a person can and is
inclined to do” (Turpin & Iwama, 2011, p. 91).

•

Environment: “The context within which the occupational performance of the
person takes places. It influences behavior and in turn is influenced by the
behavior of the person” (Law et al., 1996, p. 17).

•

Occupation: “Necessary functions of life” that are “considered to meet the
person’s internal needs for self maintenance, expression, and fulfillment within the
context of his/her personal roles and environment” (Law et al., 1996, p.17).

•

PEO Fit: “The degree of congruence” (Turpin & Iwama, 2011, p. 104) between the
person, environment, and occupation, with the goal being “greater compatibility”
(Law et al., 1996, p. 17).
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•

Optimal Fit: Greater compatibility between the person, environment, and
occupation signifies more optimal occupational performance, and thus an optimal
fit (Law et al., 1996).

•

Poor Fit: Lesser compatibility between the person, environment, and occupation
indicates occupational performance that is less than optimal, and suggests a poor
fit (Law et al., 1996).

•

Occupational Performance: “Occupational performance results from the
interconnectedness of the person, what he/she is aiming to do, and where it will be
done. Occupational performance also changes over time…as the relationship
between person, environment, and occupation changes through the lifespan and
will differ at different times for any particular reason” (Turpin & Iwama, 2011, pp.
103-104). Occupational performance is influenced by the degree to which the three
components of the PEO model fit (Turpin & Iwama, 2011).

•

Quality of Life: “The general well-being of a person or society, defined in terms of
health and happiness, rather than wealth” (Collins English Dictionary, 2016, ¶ 1).

•

Environmental Modification: Modify is an intervention strategy utilized by
occupational therapists. Specifically, environmental modifications are
recommendations for change in the environment or activity that would further
support the individual’s ability to engage in occupations. This process includes
assessment, selection, provision, and education and training in use of
environmental modifications (AOTA, 2014).
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The remainder of this scholarly project will progress as follows: Chapter II
contains the results of a comprehensive literature review and an introduction to the
product; Chapter III presents the methodology and the activities used to develop the
product; the product, in its entirety is presented in Chapter IV; finally, Chapter V is a
summary of the scholarly project, including limitations and recommendations.
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CHAPTER II
Literature Review
Introduction
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) are one of the most prevalent childhood
diagnoses, occurring in every 1 in 68 children (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2015). Although ASDs are considered childhood disorders, they persist
throughout one’s life and are often more pronounced during common life transitions. One
such transition is entering into a position of employment after completing post-secondary
schooling. Through review of the literature, limited research has been found focusing on
this specific transition. The research that has been conducted on the post-secondary
school-to-work transition suggests that few programs and services exist to help this
population transition into the workplace (Baldwin, Costley, & Warren, 2014; Shattuck,
Wagner, Narendorg, Sterzing, & Hensley, 2011; Strickland, Coles, & Southern, 2013). In
addition, there are limited programs and services established to specifically aid in the
development of the professional social skills and coping mechanisms needed to enter the
workforce and maintain employment (Lee & Carter, 2012).
A longitudinal study conducted by Taylor, the Vanderbilt Kennedy Center, and
Mailick (2014) found that even after the initial transition into employment, “Improvement
in vocational activities for adults with ASD was relatively rare” (p. 708). Ten years after
the transition to employment, “Less than one-fourth of adults were improving to any
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degree, and less than five percent had improvements deemed to be substantial” (Taylor et
al., 2014, p. 708). Additionally, it has been found that people with ASDs have more
difficulty working than others with comparable disabilities. Roux et al. (2013) concluded
the following: “Among young adults with an ASD who had ever worked for pay since
high school, the average number of jobs held was 2.5, significantly fewer than for young
adults with emotional disturbances, learning disabilities, or speech/language impairments”
(pp. 934-935). The lack of programs available, for this population, that address the adult
transition from post-secondary school to work is evident in the literature. The result is that
these individuals often do not have the interpersonal skills, tools, and supports necessary
to gain and hold employment, leading to decreased involvement and performance in the
work setting.
A broad literature review was conducted on topics related to ASD, the postsecondary school-to-work transition, and factors that affect this transition. The purpose
was to identify the factors contributing to poor vocational outcomes and participation for
young adults with ASDs and develop programming that addresses the current limitations
in services, resources, and skills. The literature was also evaluated to determine which
work skills, tools, and supports are needed to develop a transitional post-secondary
school-to-work program for adults with ASDs. The literature was then explored to identify
effective transitional programs that catered to this population. The literature review
culminates with the presentation of the proposed resource, a post-secondary school-towork transition program for adults with ASDs to be implemented by occupational
therapists.
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Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs)
As stated prior, ASDs are one of the most prevalent childhood diagnoses,
occurring in 1 in every 68 children (CDC, 2015). According to the CDC (2015), boys are
approximately 5 times more likely to have an ASD (1 in 42) as compared to girls (1 in
189). The umbrella term Autism Spectrum Disorder now encompasses the following
diagnoses: Autistic Disorder, Asperger’s Disorder, and Pervasive Developmental Disorder
not otherwise specified (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). ASDs, according to the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5), are
characterized by deficits in communication and social interactions, as well as by restricted
and repetitive patterns of behaviors and interests (APA, 2013). More specifically,
individuals with ASDs typically experience deficits related to mutual social-emotional
exchange, nonverbal behaviors used during social interactions, and relationships (APA,
2013). In addition, these individuals generally present with “stereotyped or repetitive
motor movements, use of objects, or speech, insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence
to routines, or ritualized patterns of verbal or nonverbal behavior, highly fixated interests
that are abnormal in intensity or focus, and hyper- or hypo-reactivity to sensory input or
unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment” (APA, 2013, p. 50). These deficits
are often experienced in varying degrees, constituting the severity level of the diagnosis.
For instance, individuals with ASD can have diagnostic specifiers, such as with or without
an accompanying intellectual impairment, or with or without an accompanying language
impairment. These specifiers can affect the level of functioning of these individuals.
Unfortunately, the deficits mentioned prior are not limited to childhood, but instead
continue to serve as problems throughout life; these deficits are not outgrown. They can,
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however, be overcome or minimized depending on the availability of appropriate supports
and services.
Legislation
In a systematic review, Kohler and Field (2003) compiled information about the
rights of those with disabilities, as defined by specific legislation, such as the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The IDEA legislation ensures services for those
21 years and younger who have disabilities (American Psychological Association, 2016).
Such services ensure that children with disabilities receive “free appropriate public
education to meet their unique needs and prepare them for further education, employment,
and independent living” (American Psychological Association, 2016, ¶ 1). Preparation for
further education, employment, and independent living encompass services that are
transitional in nature. The term “transition services” refers to a coordinated set of
activities for a child with a disability that:
o

o
o

Is designed to be within a results-oriented process, that is focused on
improving the academic and functional achievement of the child with a
disability to facilitate the child’s movement from school to post-school
activities, including postsecondary education, vocational education, integrated
employment (including supported employment); continuing and adult
education, adult services, independent living, or community participation;
Is based on the individual child’s needs, taking into account the child’s
strengths, preferences, and interests; and
Includes instruction, related services, community experiences, the development
of employment and other post-school adult living objectives, and, if
appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational
evaluation (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, [34 CFR 300.43 (a)] [20
U.S.C. 1401(34)]).

Transition services are to begin no later than when the first individual education
plan (IEP) goes into effect when the child turns 16, or younger if determined
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appropriate by the IEP team. The IEP is to be updated annually thereafter, and must
include:
•

•
•

Appropriate measurable postsecondary goals based upon age-appropriate transition
assessments related to training, education, employment and, where appropriate,
independent living skills;
The transition services (including courses of study) needed to assist the child in
reaching those goals; and
Beginning not later than one year before the child reaches the age of majority
under state law, a statement that the child has been informed of the child’s rights
under Part B, if any, that will transfer to the child on reaching the age of majority
under §300.520 (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, [20 U.S.C. 1415(m)] [34
CFR 300.320(b) and (c)] [20 U.S.C. 1414 (d)(1)(A)(i)(VIII)]).
Kohler and Field (2003) acknowledge that advancements have been made in

transition planning due to increased legislation for students with disabilities, funding
opportunities, and research regarding transition programs. For example, “since 1983, the
Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) has funded more than 500 projects focused
on transition education and services” (Kohler & Field, 2003, p.175). However, despite this
increase in availability and awareness of information and programming, many students are
still not receiving the quality of transition planning that research has shown is needed for
employment success. Therefore, the challenge, now, is to help those with disabilities to
access the research, legislation, and supports that are available to them. According to
Hendricks and Wehman (2009), the transition planning process for individuals with ASDs
needs to improve, specifically in the school setting and in regards to teaching specific
work-related skills. It is essential to remember that employment does not mean just getting
any type of work; it should also be work that is meaningful to the person and the
community where they live. Having a job provides a person with financial stability to live
a comfortable life, but that is only scratching the surface of what employment can provide.
Lee and Carter (2012) state that “a meaningful career can contribute to a person’s sense of
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accomplishment, self-worth, and confidence; promote independence and selfdetermination; provide a venue to share strengths and talents in ways that are valued by
others; lead to new friendships and supportive relationships; and offer deeper connections
to, and engagement in, the larger community” (p. 988). Further, Chen, Sung, and Pi
(2015) note that “being employed means earning one’s own living, contributing to society,
integrating into a social network, being seen as part of society, and being less reliant on
taxpayer-funded programs” (¶ 2). For many reasons, achieving and maintaining
employment during adulthood is crucial to normal development and overall quality of life.
Employment Statistics of ASD
A study by Taylor et al. (2014) justified the continued need for transitional
programs for individuals with ASDs entering the workforce, and continued assistance
and programming throughout employment. A prospective study was used to follow a
group of 161 adults with ASD diagnoses over a ten-year period. Factors were measured
six times throughout this time frame. These factors included contextual resources and
personal characteristics to identify their relationship with Vocational Index scores
(Taylor & Seltzer, 2012). They used Vocational Index scores to measure gains among
the participants. The Vocational Index scores were to indicate if the participants were
more independent, less independent, or had remained the same in regards to
independence level in their vocational/educational experiences. The authors
hypothesized that over time the participants would have higher Vocational Index scores,
indicating a greater amount of independence. They found that improvements over this
decade were rare and that women were not improving, but rather their scores were
decreasing. The decline for women was 15 times greater than the decline for men. The
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male participants decline was not statistically different than zero, according to
vocational index scores, indicating minimal to no improvement in the ten-year period.
The researchers hypothesized that the difference between males and females may be
due to gender stereotypes, which lead to lower expectations for women, or are possibly
due to women being at a higher risk for comorbid diagnoses of anxiety and/or
depression. Additionally, the researchers found that a greater independence in activities
of daily living corresponded to higher vocational index scores, whereas an additional
diagnoses of an intellectual disability corresponded with lower vocational index scores
(Taylor et al., 2014). The researchers concluded that it is not just the transition into
employment that is difficult for adults with ASDs. Instead, the results of their study
indicate that this population continues to require assistance even after the transitional
period.
Shattuck et al. (2011) surveyed students up to 6 years after high school and found
that the end of high school is associated with a disengagement from services they may
have or could receive. Six years post-high school, 39.1% of the participants were not
receiving any of the 4 services identified by researchers in the survey. This indicates that
many individuals attempt to enter into the workforce without receiving adequate support.
In a study by Baldwin et al. (2014), less than 41% of participants had received assistance
or support to obtain their current job; yet, approximately 54% voiced that some degree of
support would have been beneficial. Many individuals go without support services while
in the workplace, which has in turn resulted in negative work experiences. In the same
study, Baldwin et al. (2014) found that roughly 75% of the participants were found to
have not received any specific support at work for difficulties associated with their
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diagnoses. However, nearly 66% of participants stated that they would have liked to
receive more support in the workplace (Baldwin et al., 2014).
A systematic review by Friedman, Warfield, and Parish (2013) found that only 1
out of 15 interventions for transitional youth and three out of nine interventions for adults
were rated as evidence-based. Of the 32 interventions studied and included in the analysis,
none were found to be of good quality, five were fair, and the remainders were of poor
quality. The researchers found that “the transition to adulthood represents a particularly
vulnerable time for youth with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), as the entitlements of
the children’s service system end and families encounter fragmented systems of care”
(Friedman et al., 2013, pg. 181). There were significant deficits for education, vocational
training and employment, social support, health care and housing (Friedman et al., 2013).
Friedman et al. (2013) stated, “research must shift to developing, implementing, and
evaluating empirically informed interventions” (p. 187). This research would assist with
the development and availability of transitional programs and services that young adults
with ASDs need to succeed in the workforce. The researchers also feel that there should
be an increase in funds provided by the federal government to each state for Medicaid, as
Medicaid typically covers most of the residential services that individuals with ASDs
receive (Friedman et al., 2013). In addition, the researchers believe that there should be a
greater emphasis on collaboration and coordination among service providers (Friedman et
al., 2013).
Newman et al. (2011) completed a comprehensive study using the data collected
from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2) to compare different aspects
of employment, as well as other areas, among those with a variety of disabilities. Mental
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retardation, traumatic brain injuries, and deaf blindness were a few of the categories of
disabilities included in the study. It was found that the participants with ASDs were paid,
on average, $9.20 (Newman et al., 2011). Overall, the hourly wages for those with other
disabilities ranged from $7.90-$11.10 (Newman et al., 2011). They also found that those
with ASDs worked fewer hours than any other disability group included in the study,
averaging only 24.1 hours per week. Overall, the study found the following discrepancies
between young adults with ASDs compared to those with other disabilities in regards to
employment:
Engagement in employment and post-secondary education or training since
leaving high school varied by disability category, ranging from 71 percent to
98 percent… Young adults in several disability categories were more likely to
report ever having been engaged than were those with autism. Ninety-eight
percent of those with other health impairments, 97 percent of those with
learning disabilities, 96 percent of those with speech and language
impairments, 95 percent of those with hearing impairments, and 94 percent of
those with emotional disabilities had ever been engaged, compared with 71
percent of young adults with autism (Newman et al., 2011, p. 106).
Baldwin et al. (2014) also researched the employment experiences of 130
individuals with ASD diagnoses, uncovering pertinent findings related to the type of
work held in Australia. According to Baldwin et al. (2014), the greatest percentage of
participants (68%) were clerical and administrative workers, laborers, or professionals.
Although adequate jobs for some, many of these participants were found to be more
qualified than the skill-level required for the jobs they held. Of those included in the
study, 46% were considered overeducated in relation to their current job positions
(Baldwin et al., 2014). In addition, 32% of participants were found to be working on a
casual basis at the time of the survey; whereas 21% of the Australian workforce as a
whole was found to be made up of casual workers (Baldwin et al., 2014). Furthermore,
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the study found that 29% of participants worked 15 hours or less per week, while 51%
were working 30 hours or more. These are significantly different percentages than the
overall Australian workforce in which 11% worked 15 hours or less and 69% worked
30 hours or more (Baldwin et al., 2014). In part, these findings are attributed to the lack
of assistance and support received when obtaining positions of employment, as there
was a discrepancy between those who were receiving supports and those who desired to
receive supports.
Roux et al. (2013) compared the work experiences of young adults with ASDs to
those with mental retardation (MR), learning disabilities (LD), emotional disturbances
(ED), and speech/language impairments (SLI). The researchers found that only 53.4%
of young adults with ASDs have worked for pay outside the home following high
school, the lowest rate when compared to the other disability groups included in the
study. In addition, the average number of jobs held by young adults with ASDs was 2.5,
which was substantially fewer than for those with ED, LD, or SLI. Furthermore, only
one-fifth of the young adults with ASDs worked full-time, about half the rate of the MR
group and one-third the rate of the ED, LD, and SLI groups. Those with ASDs were
also found to have earned roughly $8.10 per hour, a significantly lower rate than those
in the comparison groups. In addition to holding fewer jobs, working less, and earning
lower wages, the researchers found that those with ASDs had a smaller variation in job
types when compared to the other groups (Roux et al., 2013). Among just those with
ASDs, however, those with “higher functional skills, conversational abilities, and
household incomes” fared better in terms of gaining and maintaining employment
(Roux et al., 2013, p. 936). Hurlbutt and Chalmers (2004) also found these limited
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conversation abilities to inhibit performance in employment. They found that not being
able to maintain employment was the biggest problem for each of these participants due
to poor communication between the employee and employer or co-workers, social skills
deficits, and sensory issues (Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004).
Chen et al. (2015) investigated the employment outcomes of individuals with
ASDs in three different age groups, paying special attention to service patterns and
outcome related factors. These age groups included: “transition youth” (ages 18 and
younger), “transition young adults” (ages 19 to 25), and “adults” (ages 26 and older).
The results indicated significantly different successful employment rates among the
three groups. In particular, only 47% of the transition youth were competitively
employed after receiving vocational rehabilitation services, as compared to the 55% of
transition young adults and the 61% of adults (Chen et al., 2015). There was no
significant difference in weekly hours worked among the three subgroups. However, the
adult group was found to have earned a significantly higher hourly wage when
compared to the transition young adults and the transition youth (Chen et al., 2015). In
addition, according to Chen et al. (2015), the transition youth were found to spend the
longest time using services, with the transition young adults following close behind.
The vocational rehabilitation services, that were found to contribute to successful
employment outcomes across all three age groups, included: counseling and guidance,
job placement assistance, and on-the-job support. Whereas, college/university training,
occupational/vocational training, and on-the-job training were predictors of successful
employment outcomes among the transition-aged groups only (Chen et al., 2015).
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As a whole, the findings of these research studies indicate that individuals with
ASDs experience various employment-related challenges, ultimately leading to malemployment and underemployment trends despite their high educational attainments
and potential (Baldwin et al., 2014). Additionally, the findings indicate that despite the
intellectual capability and educational qualifications of this population, these
individuals are underrepresented in higher-level positions within the workplace
(Baldwin et al., 2014). This is partly attributed to the fact that advancements within the
workplace are dependent on previous employment experiences and successes. However,
since this population has a history of job instability, including unemployment and
underemployment, these individuals get stuck in entry-level jobs even though they are
qualified for more advanced work (Baldwin et al., 2014). Thus, there is a need for
assistance and support specific to the ASD difficulties faced by this population when
obtaining and fulfilling positions of employment.
Unfortunately, there currently are not any standardized employment transition
programs in effect, and limited research on strategies to effectively make this transition
exists (Strickland et al., 2013). The lack of programs in effect at this time suggests a
significant pitfall in terms of transitional service delivery, negatively impacting those with
ASDs as they transition from school-to-work. Limited evidence-based transitional
programming results in continued and unresolved difficulties on behalf of individuals with
ASDs during a rather crucial period in their lives, especially when they are trying to
become independent through employment. Those with disabilities have the right to obtain
gainful employment, and the statistics presented provide percentages that shed light on the
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people who are slipping through the cracks and may benefit from more support through
legislation, services, funding, etc.
Employment Models
The Virginia Department of Education (VDE, 2010) refers to ‘work’ as
including jobs that anyone without a disability would consider. There are two common
practices that “offer support to students with disabilities who want to work: supported
employment and customized employment” (VDE, 2010, p. 48).
Supported Employment Programs
Supported employment programs assist individuals with disabilities to obtain and
retain employment for pay in a regular work setting, in which others who do not have
disabilities are also employed and make similar wages (Nicholas, Attridge, Zwaigenbaum,
& Clarke, 2015). Supported employment services are frequently one-on-one and often
require extensive instruction. Kelley, Westling, and Lemieux (2010) identified the
following benefits of supported employment: (1) assists individuals to become
competitively employed; (2) more cost effective than sheltered workshops; (3) greater job
satisfaction and services of job coaches and; and (4) higher wages, integration, on-going
support, and increased benefits for individuals with disabilities. Job coaches or
employment specialists are often the vocational rehabilitation professionals qualified to
assist with numerous employment-related tasks, including: finding a job, helping with the
application and interview processes, and serving as the intermediary between the person
being served and his/her co-workers and employer (Nicholas et al., 2015). As a whole,
supported work environments more closely simulate reality, as compared to sheltered
workshop settings. In addition, more independence is developed in supported work
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environments due to the high level of support that is offered initially but is slowly
decreased with time, as skills are learned. Thus, the benefits of supported work programs
should be taken into consideration when choosing a service delivery method during the
transition into employment.
Customized Employment
Customized employment is where an individual with ASD and their team members
“develop an individually tailored job that may be carved from an existing job or
developed through an entrepreneurial self-employment plan for an individual” (VDE,
2010, p. 48). Autism Speaks Inc. (2011) defines it as enabling “both parties to get as much
from the relationship as possible,” which requires an understanding of the strengths of the
employee and a job “uniquely created for the individual at hand" (p. 4). So the individual
or an advocate of the individual with ASD would negotiate with an employer to
personalize a job description for the individual. This could become more common since
the passing of a proposed rule in December of 2011, requires federal contractors to set
goals that 7% of their work force will be individuals with disabilities (American Association
of People with Disabilities, 2016).

Nicholas et al. (2015) completed a literature review to determine the
effectiveness of various vocational interventions with individuals with ASDs.
Effectiveness was based on acquisition and retention of employment. In general,
vocational supports using supported employment, in conjunction with job coaching,
media-based supports, and/or technology, were found to demonstrate positive outcomes
(Nicholas et al., 2015). In addition to supported employment environments, community
acceptance was found to be important and beneficial. Lastly, training in interpersonal

22
	
  

communication and job skills, along with lasting support, emerged as vital components
of vocational preparedness and stability for those with ASDs (Nicholas et al., 2015).
Media Based Supports/Technology
There are various forms of media and technologies that can be used for
teaching/learning, including: text editing, digital photography, video, animation, social
gaming, social networking, and a variety of useful software and hardware. Strickland et al.
(2013) completed a study that looked at the effectiveness of an online training program to
teach appropriate job interview skills. JobTIPs is an online training program that includes
theory of mind-based guidance, video models, visual supports, and virtual reality practice
sessions (Strickland et al., 2013). The purpose of this program is to teach appropriate job
interview skills to individuals with high functioning ASDs. In a study conducted by
Strickland et al. (2013), participants who completed the JobTIPS training program
demonstrated significant improvements in their job interviewing skills when compared to
those who did not receive any training. The treatment group participants were able to
produce more appropriate verbal responses to interview questions following intervention
(Strickland et al., 2013). As a whole, the JobTIPS employment program positively
impacted the verbal content skills of those who completed it. A web-based interviewing
program with virtual reality practice sessions, therefore, should be considered when
preparing individuals with ASDs for job interviews.
One example of a media based support/technology program was the transitional
program developed by Nochajski and Schweitzer (2014). This program was created in an
attempt to make current research available to individuals with ASDs. A sample of 47
adults with ASD diagnoses completed phases of this transitional program. The model
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included four phases. The first phase was learning essential skills for employment. The
second phase was practicing these skills in a volunteer setting. The third phase was
supported employment. Lastly, the fourth phase was competitive employment with
supports as needed and follow-up after ten weeks. The results showed that approximately
30% of participants, at the time of the follow-up, were employed (Nochajski &
Schweitzer, 2014). The researchers found that 81% of participants who successfully
completed phase 3 were employed at follow-up (Nochajski & Schweitzer, 2014). Overall,
this four-phase program provides evidence that transition models can assist adults with
ASDs to obtain and maintain employment. The research also provides a model to utilize
as a foundation for future transition programs.
The VDE (2010) also identify new employment models for consideration:
•
•
•

Telework: Working from home as either a home-based employee or contactor. It
only primarily requires the use of computing and communications technology.
Self-employment: Often the individual would need varying levels and degrees of
support form start-up to day-to day operations.
Business Leading the Way: Where businesses are finding new ways to include
individuals with disabilities (p. 50).
As is evident, there are barriers to accessing employment. Each of these models

represents various levels of support available for individuals as they explore multiple
opportunities to enter the workforce. In the midst of all of the issues of accessing, what
are the essential skills that need to be developed, strengthened, or both?
Summary of Essential Components for Employment
The literature repeatedly identified two primary areas to getting an interview,
landing a job and maintaining employment: hard skills and soft skills. There appears to be
considerable discussion as to which is more important. To identify which is more crucial
or when is one more critical than the other, the two will be presented in more detail.
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Hard Skills
Technical skills, also referred to as hard skills, are a vital component of job
performance and overall workplace success. Technical skills are defined as “...those
abilities acquired through learning and practice. They are often job or task specific; in
other words, a particular skill set of proficiency is required to perform a specific job or
task” (Investopedia, LLC., 2016, ¶ 3). Lee and Carter (2012) (as cited in the National
Autistic Society, 2004) noted that individuals with ASDs may possess certain skills and
qualities that are beneficial to employers, including: “attentive to details; ...meticulous
about rules, accuracy, and routines; ...highly reliable, conscientious, persistent, and
technically savvy; ...and excellent long-term memory” (p. 991). The authors identified that
these skills are valuable and would aid a person in a variety of jobs. These technical skills
can be refined as strengths for adults with ASDs that can assist them in overcoming
aspects of their diagnoses that serve as weaknesses, such as their social symptoms. Howlin
(1997) also talked about the strengths of those with ASDs and described these strengths as
being advantageous for both the employee and employer. Howlin (1997) described
employees with ASDs as “extremely efficient, competent, and reliable workers” (p. 192).
The author highlighted that workers with an ASD may be more willing and content
working a repetitive job that others would not care for. Howlin (1997) wrote that
employers have found these workers to be punctual, trustworthy, and detail-oriented.
These strengths, paired with the appropriate vocational supports, facilitate positive
outcomes for workers with ASDs in positions of employment.

25
	
  

Hard Skills vs. Soft Skills
Müller, Schuler, Burton, & Yates (2003) explored the employment experiences of
young adults with ASDs to determine the vocational support services needed by this
population. The findings revealed four major themes encompassing the obstacles faced by
these individuals in regards to successful employment: (1) overcoming the job application
process, (2) adjusting to new job routines, (3) communicating, and (4) navigating social
interactions with supervisors and co-workers. Each of these themes encompasses
numerous skills that are often deemed challenging for those with ASDs because they
involve aspects of communication, as well as change. Such skills include: creating
resumes, contacting potential employers, interviewing, searching for jobs, adapting to new
situations, learning new tasks in a timely manner, processing information quickly,
uncovering the implicit messages of verbal messages, reading facial expressions,
understanding tone of voice, and concluding conversations (Müller et al., 2003).
However, job-related tasks typically are not as troublesome for these individuals
once they have been learned. Instead, interpersonal skills have been highlighted as the
main problem, as ASDs are diagnostically characterized as having social communication
and social interaction difficulties (Müller et al., 2003). Roux et al. (2013) investigated the
experiences of young adults with ASDs, finding that better employment success was
associated with higher conversational abilities. More specifically, only one-fifth of those
who had the greatest conversational impairments found work (Roux et al., 2013). Thus,
the focus of preparing individuals with ASDs for work should be on the interpersonal
skills needed for positive functioning in the workplace setting (Hendricks & Wehman,
2009).
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Soft Skills
Soft skills are essential for success in the workplace. Collins English Dictionary
(2016) defines soft skills as “desirable qualities for certain forms of employment that do
not depend on acquired knowledge: they include common sense, the ability to deal with
people, and a positive flexible attitude” (¶ 1). Often these skills are impaired by the
symptoms associated with an ASD diagnosis.
Lee and Carter (2012) found that adults with ASDs may have problems with soft
skills related to: “social and pragmatic interaction deficits, unusual and intense interests,
repetitive behaviors, and sensory issues” (p. 997). These specific areas may need to be
addressed prior to, as well as throughout, the employment process in order to ensure the
greatest potential for success for those adults with ASD diagnoses entering the
workforce. Furthermore, Hendricks and Wehman (2009) deemed that learning
interpersonal skills is highly important for those with ASDs who are transitioning into
the realm of employment. It was noted, “the skills required for socialization are
complex and are arguably the most difficult for an individual with ASD to learn…”
(Hendricks & Wehman, 2009, p. 84). The skills of initiating social interactions, as well
as “participating in impromptu and/or unstructured dialogue requiring improvised
responses, understanding implicit as well as explicit meanings of messages, drawing
social and emotional inferences, and interpreting and using gestures and tone of voice,”
are considered difficult aspects of communication faced by those with ASDs (Müller,
Schuler, & Yates, 2008, p. 179). As a result of these difficulties, individuals with ASDs
often dread and struggle with conversing with customers, colleagues, and employees.
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The challenging characteristics and behaviors commonly presented by those
with ASDs often cause others to presume that they are unsuitable for employment
(Hendricks & Wehman, 2009). However, with the right supports and interventions, the
necessary skills can be learned. According to Hurlbutt and Chalmers (2004), as well as
Müller et al. (2003), vocational success is not dependent on the completion of job
duties, but instead is contingent upon one’s social abilities in the workplace. Therefore,
interventions targeting social and interpersonal interactions can help to prepare those
with ASDs for employment by teaching the communication skills needed in the
vocational setting (Hendricks & Wehman, 2009). In order to teach such skills it is
important to determine current best practice in regards to service delivery so as to
develop an evidence-based transition program that enhances employment suitability.
Naturally obtaining and maintaining employment is not only determined by hard
and soft skills. As with anyone there are a variety of factors that contribute to an
individual’s success, both personally and professionally. Therefore, factors such as
family, living environment, level of independence, and the individual’s self-advocacy
skills should be considered when developing client-centered supports.
Supports
As previously noted, Nicholas et al. (2015) concluded that a variety of supports
utilized in conjunction with one another were the most effective to gain and maintain
employment for those with ASDs. These included: vocational supports using supported
employment, job coaching, media-based supports, and/or technology. They also found
that community embeddedness is important and beneficial (Nicholas et al., 2015).
Lastly, training in interpersonal communication and job skills, along with lasting
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support, emerged as necessary components of vocational preparedness and stability for
those with ASDs (Nicholas et al., 2015). Thus, these aspects should be incorporated into
the provision of services focused on preparing individuals with ASDs for employment.
Inter-agency and interdisciplinary collaboration is essential to being effective
and efficient in transition programs, as there are often many services and family
members involved. Frequent and open communication between all involved has thus
proven to facilitate successful transitions (Kohler & Field, 2003).
Family
Hendricks and Wehman (2009) studied the school to adulthood transition in
young adults with ASD diagnoses in an effort to develop insight into the transition
process and further identify service delivery needs and interventions. Overall, the study
found that most individuals with ASDs faced significant obstacles during the transition
process, primarily in the areas of school, home, work, and community. In general, it was
concluded that individuals with ASDs often live at home. However, research indicates
that moving away from one’s family home fosters significant benefits in terms of
gaining skills, developing abilities, and heightening independence (Hendricks &
Wehman, 2009). In part, these benefits are a result of the decreased amount of stress
that is felt by all when family members are not dealing with the caregiving demands of
their loved one. In addition, when living outside of the home, such as in a foster home
or residential housing, individuals are provided with challenges facilitating increased
independence (Hendricks & Wehman, 2009). Thus, interventions focused on self-help
skills and engagement in activities of daily living are important for increasing
independence for those with ASDs. Yet, it is also important to educate family members
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on these skills so as to encourage implementation of them by their loved one in the
home environment early on.
Morningstar, Turnbull, and Turnbull III (1995), completed a qualitative study to
determine the family’s role in transition planning according to students with disabilities.
The researchers used focus groups to obtain the students’ perspectives on this topic.
They found common themes regarding the students’ desires for autonomy while also
seeking familial support. It can also be noted that family may enable dependence by not
enforcing the importance of students attending their IEP meetings. Researchers were
discouraged by the number of students who did not see value in attending these
meetings. From the information provided by students, the researchers determined that
though the family’s role in the transition planning is important, students tend to better
recognize the role of family that continues beyond the transition (Morningstar et al.,
1995).
Taylor et al. (2014) also emphasized the family role during transition periods.
Over a 10-year period, Taylor et al. (2014) compiled Vocational Index scores and
interviewed parents to determine factors that affect these scores. The information did
not support the researcher’s hypothesis that family income and parental support played
significant roles in a student’s ability to hold a job. The researchers hypothesized that if
parents had support from family, friends, community, etc., as well as greater household
incomes, they would have more access to information and resources. This did not prove
to be true; however, “it appeared that improvements were often related to fierce and
prolonged advocacy on the part of parents to procure and maintain better vocational
activities for their son or daughter with ASD” (Taylor et al., 2014, p. 13).
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Advocacy & Self-Advocacy
Lee and Carter (2012) indicated that adults should know their rights under the
American with Disabilities Act (ADA) and supports should be available in order to
assist with determining when and how to ask for one’s rightful accommodations. Lee
and Carter (2012) also indicated that setting up supports from the beginning is an
effective way to avoid issues in the workplace and ensure that the employee continues
to succeed throughout employment. This indication is based on their research, in which
Lee and Carter (2012) found that the necessary assistance is present primarily during
the initial stages of obtaining a job, but drops off substantially once a person is
employed. This is why many researchers, according to Lee and Carter (2012), have
found adults with ASDs struggle to maintain employment for extended periods of time.
Summary
“Health-related quality of life is a multi-dimensional concept that includes
domains related to physical, mental, emotional and social function. A related concept is
well-being which assesses the positive aspects of a person’s life such as positive
emotions and life satisfaction” (Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion,
2014, ¶ 1). This scholarly project has focused on the employment aspect of individuals
diagnosed with ASD but it is much more than just getting a job. Feeling as though one
is contributing to their community and society, as a whole, is a common human need. In
general, humans want to be a part of something bigger and work/productivity in
personal and professional endeavors is an essential part of this. This belief in wanting to
participate in meaningful tasks and daily occupations resulted in the development of an
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occupational therapy (OT) program, for individuals with ASD, to secure gainful
employment stability.
Role of Occupational Therapy
The therapeutic use of everyday life activities (occupations) with individuals or
groups for the purpose of enhancing or enabling participation in roles, habits, and
routines in home, school, workplace, community, and other settings. Occupational
therapy practitioners use their knowledge of the transactional relationship among
the person, his or her engagement in valuable occupations, and the context to
design occupation-based intervention plans that facilitate change or growth in
client factors (body functions, body structures, values, beliefs and spirituality) and
skills (motor, process and social interaction) needed for successful participation.
Occupational therapy practitioners are concerned with the end result of
participation and thus enable engagement through adaptations and modifications to
the environment or objects within the environment when needed. Occupational
therapy services are provided for habilitation, rehabilitation, and promotion of
health and wellness for clients with disability and non-disability related needs.
These services include acquisition and preservation of occupational identity for
those who have or are at risk for developing an illness, injury, disease, disorder,
condition, impairment, disability, activity limitation, or participation restriction
(AOTA, 2014, p. S1).
This quote from the Occupation Therapy Practice Framework (OTPF) Domain &
Process (3rd ed.) succinctly summarizes the academic and professional focus of OT.
Inherently, the foundational belief of OT is that to have a healthier and positive quality of
life, a person needs to engage in life. Based on this belief, a post-secondary school-towork transition program for adults with high-functioning ASD diagnoses (as indicated by
the following specifiers: without accompanying intellectual impairment, without
accompanying language impairment) was developed to be implemented by occupational
therapists.
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The Post-Secondary School-to-Work Transitional Program:
An Occupational Therapist’s Guide to Service Delivery
As stated prior, a broad literature review was conducted on topics related to ASD,
the post-secondary school-to-work transition, and factors that affect this transition.
Through this review of literature, it was determined which skills, tools, and supports are
needed to develop a transitional post-secondary school-to-work program for adults with
ASDs. The literature review also explored what current effective transitional programs are
available for this population and gaps in service delivery and research. The result is, a
post-secondary school-to-work transition program for adults with ASDs to be
implemented by occupational therapists.
Model
The Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) model was chosen as the theoretical
foundation for this program. Through compilation of literature, the developers found
support for use of the PEO Model. This model considers the three constructs (person,
environment, and occupation) as being transactive and unable to be separated from each
other (Turpin & Iwama, 2011). It also discusses the fit of the transactive process where the
person, environment, and occupation interact to produce optimal occupational
performance. Additionally, the model was chosen because it considers the ongoing
development of the person and the knowledge that occupational performance will change
over time (Turpin & Iwama, 2011). Literature has shown that during transitions people
with ASDs have greater difficulty. The PEO model would describe this as poor fit leading
to decreased occupational performance. This product will use the ideas from PEO to
address all aspects of the transactive process (PEO) in order to increase the fit and
therefore produce optimal occupational performance (Turpin & Iwama, 2011).
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Organization

The guide is organized into four phases: (1) Assessment Conduction, (2) Gaining
Employment, (3) Maintaining Employment, and (4) Exit. Each phase was further divided
into detailed occupational therapy sessions to address the specific personal,
environmental, and occupational aspects of gaining and maintaining employment, as
identified in the literature. Sessions were designed to teach soft and technical skills that
the literature deemed important for occupational performance in a work environment. An
emphasis was placed on soft skills, as by diagnostic definition these are areas of difficulty
for this population. Sessions follow Cole’s 7 Steps (Cole, 2012) and include resources (i.e.
references, accessing information, and handouts) for implementation. These resources
directly correlate with the sessions, and are included in the guide following the layout of
each session. An overview of the product can be seen in the table of contents below:
Table of Contents
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.
VII.

Introduction
Organization of Guide
Phase I: Assessment
Phase II: Gaining Employment
Phase III: Maintaining Employment
Phase IV: Exit
References

It is anticipated that this program will contribute to improving involvement and
performance in the area of work for this population. In addition, this program will offer
occupational therapists an effective tool to provide the best care for individuals with ASDs
during a post-secondary school-to-work transition. Before the product in its entirety is
included in Chapter IV, the methodology and the activities used to develop the product
will be presented in Chapter III.
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CHAPTER III
Methodology
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) are often considered childhood disorders, and
therefore occupational therapists tend to ignore the need to intervene in pediatric settings.
The developers of The Post-Secondary School-to-Work Transitional Program: An
Occupational Therapist’s Guide to Service Delivery noticed a considerable gap in services
for individuals with ASD as they enter into adulthood. Both developers have personal
experience with older siblings with disabilities attempting to enter into the workforce after
post-secondary schooling, which sparked interest in this area, and have extensive
knowledge of the profession of occupational therapy due to being graduate students in an
accredited occupational therapy program. The developers understood the value
occupational therapy could have for this population during the post-secondary school-towork transition, and therefore the idea for the product was formed.
In order to develop the product, the authors found it necessary to review the
literature to determine the need for such a program. The review of the literature was
conducted to determine:
1. Current transition programs
2. Factors that affect the transition from school-to-work
3. Skills, tools, and supports needed to develop a transition program
4. Best practice principles for transition service delivery
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Various databases and search engines were utilized. These included: Google
Scholar, PubMed, the American Occupational Therapy Association website, Autism
Speaks, CINAHL, ERIC, and OT Search. Google searches were conducted as needed to
supplement the current information. Multiple key words were used during the search
process. Terms included, but were not limited to: ‘transition’, ‘autism spectrum disorders’,
‘Asperger’s syndrome’, ‘high-functioning autism’, ‘occupational therapy’, ‘school-towork’, ‘employment’, ‘services’, and ‘post-secondary transition’. Articles obtained were
read and critically reviewed. Articles were then grouped together under headings based on
content to begin the outline for the literature review. Headings included: existing services,
best practice, skills needed, and role of occupational therapy. In addition, information
regarding the impact of employment on one’s quality of life aided in determining the need
for a post-secondary school-to-work transition program. Additional documents regarding
major concepts related to ASDs and work were obtained to provide a foundation for The
Post-Secondary School-to-Work Transitional Program: An Occupational Therapist’s
Guide to Service Delivery.
Through review of the literature, limited research was found focusing on this
specific transition. The research that has been conducted on the post-secondary school-towork transition suggests that few programs and services exist to help this population
transition into the workplace (Baldwin, Costley, & Warren, 2014; Shattuck, Wagner,
Narendorg, Sterzing, & Hensley, 2011; Strickland, Coles, & Southern, 2013). In addition,
there are limited programs and services established to specifically aid in the development
of the professional social skills and coping mechanisms needed to enter the workforce and
maintain employment (Lee & Carter, 2012). Also, there is limited literature defining
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occupational therapy’s role.
Based on the information obtained regarding the diagnosis of an ASD, sessions
were developed considering the key elements highlighted in the literature. These elements
included “insistence on sameness” and “inflexible adherence to routines” (APA, 2013, p.
50), which led to sessions being developed with consistency in terms of layout and
expectations. In addition, Cole’s 7 Steps (Cole, 2012) were used as the basis for session
development in order to provide a structured routine. Furthermore, individuals with ASDs
typically experience deficits related to mutual social-emotional exchange, nonverbal
behaviors used during social interactions, and relationships (APA, 2013). Thus, sessions
were held in a group setting, with the exception of two individual sessions. This was
intentionally incorporated into the program to provide opportunities for social interaction
and communication with trained professionals to facilitate appropriate interactions and
provide feedback on social skill use. Occupational therapists are well suited to implement
this type of program due to their extensive knowledge working with individuals across the
lifespan and experience with clients with ASD diagnoses. In addition, occupational
therapists are skilled in activity analysis, environmental modifications, skill development,
and facilitation of groups (AOTA, 2014).
Lastly, through compilation of the literature, the developers found support for use
of the Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) Model. This model considers the three
constructs – person, environment, and occupation – as being transactive and unable to be
separated from each other (Turpin & Iwama, 2011). It also discusses the fit of the
transactive process where the person, environment, and occupation interact to produce
optimal occupational performance (Turpin & Iwama, 2011). Additionally, the model was
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chosen because it considers the ongoing development of the person and the knowledge
that occupational performance will change over time (Turpin & Iwama, 2011). Literature
has shown that during transitions people with ASDs have greater difficulty. The PEO
model would describe this as a time of poor fit, leading to decreased occupational
performance. This program will use the ideas from the PEO Model to address all aspects
of the transactive process to increase the fit and therefore produce optimal occupational
performance.
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CHAPTER IV
Product
The purpose of this scholarly project was to develop a program to assist
occupational therapists in facilitating a post-secondary school-to-work transition for
individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs). The objective of the overall
program was for individual members to gain and maintain employment in order to
increase quality of life. The Post-Secondary School-to-Work Transitional Program: An
Occupational Therapist’s Guide to Service Delivery was developed utilizing the
information obtained in the literature review. The guide was organized into four phases:
(1) Assessment Conduction, (2) Gaining Employment, (3) Maintaining Employment, and
(4) Exit. Each phase was further divided into sessions to address the specific personal,
environmental, and occupational needs of adults with ASDs as they relate to gaining and
maintaining employment.
Sessions were designed to teach soft and technical skills that the literature deemed
important for occupational performance in a work environment. An emphasis was placed
on soft skills, as by diagnostic definition these are areas of difficulty for this population.
Sessions follow Cole’s 7 Steps (Cole, 2012) and include resources (i.e. references,
accessing information, and handouts) for implementation. These resources directly
correlate with the sessions, and are included in the guide following the layout of each
session.

39
	
  

The guide has been designed using the Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO)
Model. Puzzle pieces were used throughout the guide to represent each construct of the
model (person, environment, and occupation). The purpose of using this model was to
view members holistically, and provide intervention at each level – person, environment,
and occupation. The product is presented in completion in the section following.
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Chapter V
Summary
The purpose of this scholarly project was to develop a program to assist
occupational therapists in facilitating a post-secondary school-to-work transition for
individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs). Although ASDs are considered
childhood disorders, they persist throughout one’s life and are often more pronounced
during common life transitions. One such transition is entering into a position of
employment after completing post-secondary schooling. This area was focused on due to
statistics related to low employment and maintenance of employment for this population.
The review of the literature was conducted to determine: current transition programs;
factors that affect the transition from school to work; skills, tools, and supports needed to
develop a transition program; and best practice principles for transition service delivery.
Based on the results of the literature, the product, The Post-Secondary School-toWork Transitional Program: An Occupational Therapist’s Guide to Service Delivery,
was developed. This guide was structured around the concepts of the PersonEnvironment-Occupation (PEO) Model. The purpose of using this model was to view
members holistically, and provide intervention at each level – person, environment, and
occupation. The diagnostic criteria associated with this population were also considered
in the development of the product. Such considerations included: consistent use of layout
using Cole’s 7 Steps (Cole, 2012), standard expectations, and use of a group setting to
address social interaction and communication skills.
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The Post-Secondary School-to-Work Transitional Program: An Occupational
Therapist’s Guide to Service Delivery is a resource guide that provides detailed sessions
and resources to assist occupational therapists with implementation of a post-secondary
school-to-work transition program for adults with ASDs. Several contributions resulting
from the development of this resource guide have been identified:
§

This program provides an avenue for occupational therapists to use their skills and
knowledge to serve adults with ASDs in the area of work.

§

This program was designed to promote optimal fit between person, environment,
and occupation in order to facilitate engagement in meaningful work for adults
with ASDs and therefore increase their overall quality of life.

§

This program serves as an extensive guide, inclusive of outlined group and
individual sessions, detailed handouts and activities, and related internet
resources, to increase ease of implementation for occupational therapists.

Limitations
The following limitations were found throughout the completion of this scholarly
project:
§

Limited research specific to occupational therapy in regards to the post-secondary
school-to-work transition exists; therefore, the literature has been generalized and
applied to the occupational therapist’s role to best utilize their specific skills.

§

Lack of interdisciplinary collaboration in program development and
implementation.

§

High demands placed on the therapists implementing this program, as they are
asked to meet the needs of numerous individuals and offer their support over time.

§

Does not address all of the needs individuals with ASDs experience in relation to
work.

Recommendations
The preceding recommendations have been identified for the use of this product,
as well as for future research conduction to increase the amount of occupational therapy
literature regarding individuals with ASDs to further support The Post-Secondary Schoolto-Work Transitional Program: An Occupational Therapist’s Guide to Service Delivery.
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§

Implement this program in community-based settings following the guide as
closely as possible.

§

Review and access assessments prior to program implementation.

§

Apply for grants to fund implementation of this program.

§

Continue to explore the role of occupational therapy with adults with ASDs in
order to increase their quality of life.

Conclusion
As the prevalence of ASDs continues to grow, there is an opportunity for
occupational therapists to address the transitional needs of this population across the
lifespan. The Post-Secondary School-to-Work Transitional Program: An Occupational
Therapist’s Guide to Service Delivery should be used as a guide to direct program
implementation when working with adults with ASDs. Occupational therapists are well
suited to implement this type of program due to their extensive knowledge working with
individuals across the lifespan and experience with clients with ASD diagnoses. In
addition, occupational therapists are skilled in activity analysis, environmental
modifications, skill development, and facilitation of groups (American Occupational
Therapy Association, 2014). However, since work is only one avenue that occupational
therapists can address when working with adults with ASDs, it is important that further
research be conducted to enhance occupational therapy’s scope of practice in regards to
this population.
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